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US. Latino / a Theology and Asian Theology:Partners in the Postmodern Age?
Peter C. Plum
Georgetown University
At rst glance US. Latino/ a theology and Asian theology seem tohave little in common, rooted as they are in two different sociopoliticalcontexts as well as in divergent cultural and religious traditions. While
acknowledging the differences between these two theologies, this
essay highlights their convergences in terms of their methods, herme-
neutical approaches, and basic themes. These convergences arise partlyfrom the fact that both theologies, born in postmodernity, face the sametask of meeting the challenges of the postmodern twins, namely, post~colonialism and globalization, and partly from their common debt toLatin American liberation theology.
The essay will begin with a bird's eye View of the contours of post-modemity, postcolonialism and globalization, with a special referenceto their notion of culture. It will next outline the challenges posed bypostmodernism and the attendant processes of postcolonialism andglobalization to Latino/ a and Asian theologies and describe the waysin which these two theologies attempt to meet them. It will concludewith suggestions for an effective collaboration between these two the-
ologies so as to produce a truly intercultural theology.‘
‘Two recent works that bring several American ethnic theologies into a con-versation with one another include: A Dream Urrrtisl «1': TheuiogicalRlertiuns onAmerica from the Margins, ed» Eleazar S. Fernandez and Fernando Segovia (Maryknoll, N.Y,: Orbis, 2001) and The "lies that Bind: African American and Hispanic Ameri—can/lutirzo/u Theologies1'11Dialogue,ed, Anthony B. Finn and Benjamin Valentin (NewYork: Continuum, 2001). For a helpful recent account of Hispanic theology, seeEduardo C. Fernandez, La Coscclm: HarvestingContemporaryUnited States Hispanic”Theology(1972»1 998) (Collegevllle: The Liturgical Press, 2000), By Asian theology ismeant here that which is developed by Catholic and Protestant theologians in Southand East Asia (mostly India, Sri Lenka, lndonesia, Malaysia, japan, Taiwan, Thai-land, Hong Kong, the Philippines, and Vietnam).
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l’ostnzodi'rniiy,Postcolmiiulism, Globalization
My intention is not, nor is it possible within the narrow compass of
this essay, to present even a cursory overview of postmodernism? How-
ever this slippery term is defined, especially its historical and ideologi-
cal relationship to modernity, there is little doubt that something distinct
from the Enlightenment has been for several decades the cultural mood
of our times, at least in the West" Conventionally, the overarching term
postmodernism refers to the cultural and social shift that emerged since
the 1930s- and has been making its way from the West to the other parts
of the world through the process of globalization, while postmodernity
is used to connote the same historical period.‘ Three or four decades
later, during the 1960s, this phenomenon made its inuence felt rst in
architecture and the arts, then invaded literature, philosophy and the-
ology, and by the 19805 became a general characteristic of popular cul-
ture and a subject of widespread and lively discussion.5
THE POS'I’MODURN E‘mos
In his description of the postmodern ethos, Stanley Grenz mentions
pessimism, holism, communitarianism, and relativistic pluralism as its
ZThe theological literature alone, not to mention the literary, artistic, and philo—
sophical, on postmodernlty, has grown by leaps and bounds. For our purposes two
introductions are especially helpful: Stanley J, Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism
(Grand Rapids, Mich: lierdmans, 1996) and Paul Lakeland, Pastmodcmity:Christian
Idr’nlily in a Fragmculcd Age (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1997) The former work
contains a useful bibliography on postmodernity (197-202). Generally, the term
wslmodcmisrrz refers to the cultural mood and intellectual ideas that are contrasted
to those of modernism (here the preposition post is taken not only in the chronologi—
cal sense but also as a rejection-at least pariah—of modernism) Postmodcmity
refers to the epoch or era in which postmodern ideas and values shape the outlook
of a particular society. I will follow this usage in this essay.
JMy own view is that postmodernism is a crisi within modernity, and there-
fore as a movement it stands in both continuity and i ontinuity with its predeces—
sor It is the ideals of modernity themselves, in particular critical reflexivity, that
enable postmodernism to question and reject certain values of modernity.
" For the early uses of the term postnmdmzism, see Margaret Rose, "Defining the
li’osl-Modern,” in The Post-Modem Reader, ed. Charles Iencks (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 1992) 119—36.
Eliot reections on postmodern architecture, art, theater, fiction, and various
expressions of popular culture, see Stanley Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, 22—38,
and Paul Lakeland, Postmaderrzily,1v7v For general descriptions of postmodern cul-
ture, see Steven Connor, Pastmotlernist Culture: Art Introduction to Theories of the Con-
temporary (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989) and Walter Truett Anderson, RealityIsn't
What It Used to Be: Theatrical Politics, Reudydo-Wear Religion, Global Myths, Primitive
Chic, and Other Wonders of HM Post-Modern World (San Francisco: Harper & Row,
1990).
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main characteristics.“ Pessimistic, because postmodernism abandons
the Enlightenment myth of inevitable progress and highlights the
fragility of human existence; holistic, insofar as it rejects the modern
privileging of rationality and celebrates emotions and intuition; com-
munitarian because it eschews modemity’s individualism, rejects its
quest for universal, supracultural and timeless truth, and emphasizes
the role of the community in creating the truth; and relativistic and plu-
ralistic, because there being many different human communities, there
are necessarily many different truths.
These characteristics do not however constitute postmodernism as
a coherent philosophical worldview. Indeed, for postmodernism, there
is not a “world" about which one can construct a unitary true ”View";
there is not a single objective world to which our knowledge must cor-
respond. What we call the ”real world” is, for postmodernism, nothing
more than our everAshifting social creation. Ours is a “symbolic” world
which we create through our common language. Hence, knowledge is
indissolubly interpretation. As Stanley Grenz has pointed out, postv
modern epistemology is built on two basic assumptions: postmod-
emists view "all explanations of reality as constructions that are useful
but not objectively true” and deny that ”we have the ability to step out-
side our constructions of reality. ”7 With this constructivist rather than
objectivist outlook, postmodernism rejects the correspondence theory
of truth and adopts a pluralistic View of knowledge.“
“5. Grenz, A Primer on Postnwdernisrrt, 15. P. lnkeland describes the postrnod‘
ern sensibility as ”nonsequential, noneschatological, nonutopian, nonsystematic,
nonfoundational, and, ultimately, nonpoliticul” (Postmodernily, 8).
”S. Grenz, A Primer on Posimodcrnisn, 43,
”Here is not the place to discuss postmodern philosophy. For a survey of post—
modern philosophy, beginning with the critique of Reno Ikscartes and Immanuel
Kant, through Friedrich Nietzsche's nihilistic rejection of the Enlightenment
concepts of truth and value, the emergence of hermeneutics in replacement of meta—
physics (Friediich Schleiermacher, Wilhelm Dilthey, Martin Heidegger, and Hans~
Georg Gadamer), the ”linguistic turn” (language as game in Ludwig Wittgenstein,
language as social construction in Ferdinand de Saussure, the dissolution of the self
in structuralism), to the philosophers of postmodernism (Michel Foucault’s theory
of knowledge as power, lacques Derrida’s deconstruction of logocentrism, and
Richard Rorty’s pragmatic utopia), see 5. Grenz, A Primer on Postmodernism, 86—160.
Paul liakeland distinguishes three types of postmodern philosophy: "radical post-
modems" (e.g., Foucault, Derrida, Rorty, Georges Bataille, Julia Kristeva, and Luce
lrigaray); “nostalgic postmoderns” (e.g., Heidegger, Allan Bloom, Theodor Adorno,
and Alasdair Maclntyre); and "late modems” (e.g., Iiirgen Habermas, Charles
Taylor, and Jean-Francois Lyotard) and discusses how postmodernism approaches
three issues: subjectivity, relativism, and otherness See his Postrrrodcrm’ty,12—38.
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in terms of culture, postmodernism spells the demise of ”metanar-
ratives,” to use lean- Francois Lyotard’s expression,” By metanarrative
is meant the system of myths that bind a society together and by which
it logitimates itself. Not only do postmoderns no longer cling to the
modem meianarrative of progress, which is itself founded on the
Christian narrative and is at best a “useful fiction." They also reject any
appeal to metamrratives as social legitimation. The age of the “grand
récits" is over; what is left is local narratives which one constructs in
one’s particular community.
Together with the death of metarratives, Lyotard points out, came
the end of modern science which has been based on line political myth
of freedom and the philosophical myth of the progress of knowledge.
The loss of credibility of the grand narratives of scientific progress does
not however mean the death of science but only a particular model of
s "once, namely, that of Newtonian mechanistic understanding. Not
science as such but only the modern assumption that the universe con-
tains an internally consistent order from which a quantitative analysis
will yield universal laws permitting the prediction of other natural oc-
currences has been questioned. ln the post‘Newtonian science, other
physical theories have been formulated that have fundamentally under-
mined our previous way of viewing the world, such as quantum theory,
the relativity theory, chaos theory, and the Uncertainty Principle.
All together, these theories suggest that the universe is not some-
thing that can be fully and completely described by science but is ulti-
mately an unfathomable mystery. The ever‘changing universe not only
has a history but is a history that cannot be controlled and predicted by
scientific methods. Moreover, these theories contend that science is not
a culturally neutral fact, as modernity has assumed. Rather, it is a social
construction of reality (a ”paradigm," to use Thomas Kuhn’s expres-
sion) that controls what the scientist sees Every experiment ultimately
rests on a networks of interests, theories, opinions, traditions, often
buttressed by money and power, and the resulting knowledge is not a
collection of objective universal truths but a formulation of research
traditions done within a particular cultural community.11>
l’OSl‘MODlZRN Tl lEORY OF ClllJlURF
CULTURE As A “GROUND or Conn. lN RELATIONS"
This leads to the question of how, in contrast to modernity, post’
modernism understands culture. The modern concept of culture is rep~
"See Jean Francois lyolartl, The I’ustnmdum Condition: A Report on Knowledge,
trans. Geoff Bonninglon and Brian Mussumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota
Press, 1984),
”For reflections on postmodern science, see 1’. Lakeland, I’nstmodemity,3&8.
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resented by the anthropological concept of culture that emerged as a
theoretical construct after the 1920s, especially on the American scene.”
This concept was used to account for differences in customs and prac-
tices of a particular human society. They are explained in terms of
cultures rather than in terms of God’s will, racial or generational varia-
tions, or environmental factors, or differences in origin. Furthermore,
in this understanding of culture, no evaluative judgment is made as to
whether a particular culture represents a less noble or less developed
stage of human evolution.
This anthropological approach to culture tends to View it as a human
universal. This universal is however realized in particular forms by
each social group as its distinct way of life. Culture is constituted by the
conventions created by the consensus of a group into which its members
are socialized. Given this notion of culture as group»differentiating,
holistic, nonwevaluative, and context-dependent, anthropologists com
monly perceive the culture of a social group as a whole, as a single
albeit complex unit, and distinguish it from the social behaviors of its
members Culture is seen as the ordering principle and control mecha~
nism of social behaviors without which human beings would be form-
less. Above all, culture is seen as an integrated and integrating whole
Whose constituent elements are functionally interrelated to one are
other. These elements are thought to be integrated into each other be-
cause they are perceived as expressing a fundamental, overarching
theme, style, or purpose. Or they are thought to be consistent with or
imply one another. Or they are supposed to operate according to laws
or structures, not unlike the grammatical rules in a language. Or, fi-
nally, they are supposed to function with a View to maintain and pro-
mote the stability of the social order. Thanks to this non’evaluative
approach to culture, anthropologists can avoid ethnocentrism, concen-
trating on an accurate description of a particular culture, rather than
judging it according to some presumed norms of truth, goodness, and
beauty.”
“ For a history of the concept of culture, see Alfred A. Kroeber and Klyde
Kluckhohn, Culture: A Critical Review ofCanccptg and Definitions (Cambridge, Mass:
Papers of the Peabody Museum of American Archeology and Ethnology, Harvard
University, 1952). Fora brief overview, see Kathryn Tanner, Theories QfCuZmre:A
Nrw Agenda for Theology (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997) 3—24. Tanner surveys the
meaning of "culture" as it was used in France, (.lermany, and Great Britain before its
current usage in anthropology. For a presentation of Vatican ll’s understanding of
culture and its development, including the notion of culture in John Paul ll, sec
Michael Paul Gallagher, clashing Symbols:An Introduction Io Faith {r Culture (New
York: Paulist Press, 1998) Cid-55.
”For a development of this concept oi culture, see Kathryn Tanner, 'i'lzwrz’r: of
Culture, 25—37.
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The modern anthropological concept of culture has its own advan~
tages, As Robert Schrei’ter has noted, the concept of culture as an inte-
grated system of beliefs, values and behavioral norms has much to
commend iti Among other things, it promotes holism and a sense of
coherence and communion in opposition to the fragmentation of mass
society, is congenial to the harmonizing and way of thinking prevalent
in oral cultures and many Asian cultures, and serves as an antidote to
the corrosive effects of modernity and capitalism.” Religion as a quest
for meaning and wholeness is seen as a boon to these positive aspects
of culture.
In recent years, however, this modern concept of culture has been
subjected to a searing critique." The view of culture as a self'contained
and clearly bounded whole, as an internally consistent and integrated
system of beliefs, values, and behavioral norms that functions as the
ordering principle of a social group and into which its members are
socialized, has been shown to be based on unjustified assumptions.15
Against this conception of culture it has been argued that: (1) it focuses
exclusively on culture as a finished product and therefore pays insuf~
cient attention to culture as a historical process; (2) that its view of cul-
ture as a consistent whole is dictated more by the anthropologist’s
aesthetic need and the demand for synthesis than by the lived reality of
culture itself; (3) that its emphasis on consensus as the process of cul—
tural formation obfuscates the reality of culture as a site of struggle and
contention; (4) that its view of culture as a principle of social order be—
littles the role of the members of a social group as cultural agents; (5)
that this View privileges the stable elements of culture and does not
take into adequate account its innate tendency towards change and in-
novation; and (6) that its insistence on clear boundaries for cultural
identity is no longer necessary since it is widely acknowledged today
”See Robert Schreiter, The New Catlmllcity: ‘I’heolngyBetween the Global and the
Local (Maryknoll, N,Y,: Orbls, 1997) 49—50
‘4 For the following reections on the post-modem concept of culture, see Peter
C. l’han, "Religion and Culture: Their Places as Academic Disciplines in the Univero
sity,” in The Future lngcligimis in tlue 215i Century, ed. Peter Ng (Hong Kong: Centre
for the Study of Religion and Chinese Society, 200i) 321» 53.
i"See Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1977); james Clifford, The Predicamcnl of Culture (Cambridge,
Mass, Harvard University Press, 1988); George Marcus and Michael Fischer, Am
lhmpologyas C ultuml Critiquir(Chicago:University of Chicago Press, 1986); Ulrich
Beck, Risk Society:Toward a New Modernity (London: Sage, l992); Homi K. Bhabha,
The Location ofCulturr (London: Routledge, 1994); Jonathan Friedman, Cultural Iden.
lily and Global Process (London: Sage, l994); Mike Featherstone, Undoing Modernity:
Globalization, Postmodernism and Identity (London: Sage, 1995).
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that change, conict, and contradiction are resident withincultureitself
and are not simply caused by outside disruption and dissenSioii.‘°
Rather than as a sharply demarcated, selt'vcontained, homogeneous,
and integrated whole, culture today is seen as "a ground of contestin
relations“7 and as a historically evolving, fragmented, inconsrstent,
conicted, constructed, ever‘shifting, and porous social reality In this
contest of relations the role of power in the shaping of cultural identity
is of paramount importance, a factor that the modern concept of cul'
ture largely ignores. In the past, anthropologists tended to regardcul-
ture as an innocent set of conventions rather than a reality of conflict in
which the colonizers, the powerful, the wealthy, the victors, the domi—
nant can obliterate the beliefs and values of the colonized, the weak,
the poor, the vanquished, the subjugated, so that therehasbeen,in
Serge Gruzinski’s expression, "1a colonisation de l'imagmaire. ”(This
role of power is, as Michel Foucault and other mastersof suspicwn
have argued, central in the formation of knowledge in general.“ In the
formation of cultural identity the role of power is even more extensrve,
since it is constituted by groups of people with conflicting interests,
and the winners can dictate their cultural terms to the losers.
POSTCOLONIALISM
The issue of power brings us to the theme of postcolonialism. As is
well known, the theory of postcolonialism was developed by Edward
Said, according to whom the forms of knowledge and representation
by means of which colonizing Western nations sought to analyzeand
understand other cultures, especially the Islamic cultures, are primarily
acts of cultural construction in which acts of representation and the
“For a detailed articulations of these six objections against the anthropological
concept of culture, see Kathryn Tanner, Theories of Culture,40—56“
”The phrase is from R. Schmiter, The New Catlin]: ty, 54. . , K . ,
”Serge (lruzinski, La Colonisulion dc l’imaginuire:So ’5 rndlgemrsctoxidants}:-
satimi am le Mexique esplzgnolX We X Vlllc siécle (Paris. tsallimard, l9b7). bnghsh
translation, The Conquest of Maxim (Cambridge: Polity, W97»), N ‘
WSee Michel Foucault, The Arclmclrlogyof Knoiizlrdge,trans. A, M Sheridan
Smith (New York: Pantheon Books, 1972); Discipline and Punish: The Birth of PIE/(m,
trans Alan Sheridan (New York: Vintage Press, 1975); (Triliqne and Power: Remsimg
the Foucault/Habernms Debate, ed. Michael Kelly (Cambridge, Mass; MIT Press,
1994); Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of Reuson, trans.
Richard Howard (New York: Vintage Books, 1988); Language, Counter—Memory, I’m:-
lice: Selected Essays and Interviews, edi Donald Bouchard and trans, Donald Bouchard
and Sherry Simon (Ithaca, NY; Cornell University Press,1977); Ilower/Knowledge
(New York: Pantheon Books, 1987); Politics, Philosophy,Culture;Interviews and Other
Writings, ed. Lawrence D. Kritzman and trans, Alan Sheridan (New York: Rout,
ledge, 1988).
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exercise of power are inextricably conjoined. Hence, it is impossible to
divorce culture, which is a powerful source of identity, from the rela~
tions of intercultural domination. The task of the analyst of Western
interpretations of Asian cultures is not only to unmask their inherent
racism and imperialism but also to draw out and give voice to those
who have been silenced and marginalized in these interpretations?“
Another important exponent of postcolonial thought is Homi Bhabha.
For him, culture is not something pro—existentto be irenically transmitted,
but a “third space” to be constructed amid the struggle for survival, be-
tween self and other, beyond colonizer and colonized. It is always frag—
mentary, conflictive, and multiple. It is characterized by a "double
vision," frequently acquired by the marginalized and immigrants, that
is, the awareness of both the promises of the encounter between the
global and the local cultures and their de facto contradictions.“
GLOBALIZATION
This predicament of culture is exacerbated by the process of globali-
xation in which the ideals of modernity and technological reason are
extended throughout the world (globalization as extension), aided and
abetted by a single economic system (i.e., neolibcral capitalism) and new
communication technologies.” In globalization geographical bounda-
ries, which at one time helped define cultural identity, have now col—
Z“See Edward Said, Orirnlallsm (liarmondsworth: Penguin, 1978) and Culture
and Imperialism (London: Charm and Windus, 1993). Of course Said is referring to
the attitude of Europeans toward the Middle East and Islam, but his remarks can be
extrapolated to South and East Asia. While heavily influenced by Michel Foucault’s
”power/knowledge” theory, Said later recognizes that in the postcolonial period,
with sophisticated scholarship and critical consciousness, Westerners may be able
to approach the East with a ”decolonizing” knowledge, without oppression and
bias, For an exposition and critique of Said and Orientalism, see John J. Clarke,
Oriental lirzliglztcrmmzt:The Encounter Between Asian and Western Thought (London:
Routledge, 1997), in particular 22-8; 205—9.
2‘ See Homi K. Bhabha, The Location ofCultim' (London: Routledge, 1994). On
postcoloniality, see Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, and Helen Tittin (eds), The Post-
coltmial Studies Reader (London: Routledge, 1995); Peter Childs and Patrick Williams,
Ar! Introduction lo l’nslcolonz’al Theory (London: Prentice Hall, 1997); Padmini
Mongia, Contemporary Postcolmzial 'l‘hmry: A Reader (London: Arnold, 1996); Bart
MoorevCilbert, Posicolonial 'l‘heory:Contexts, Practices, Politics (London: Verso, 1997);
lilarish Trivedi and Meenakshi Mukherjee (eds), lritorrogalirzgPostcoloninlism: Thcv
my, Practice, and Context (Shimla: lndian Institute of Advanced Study, 1996); and
Patrick Williams and Laura Chrisnian (eds), Colonial Discoursc and Post-colonial
Theory:A Reader (New York: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1993).
32 For a discussion of the historical development of globalization, see the works
of Immanuel Wallersiein, The Modern World-System l: Capitalist Agriculture and the
Origins oftlw European Worldlimnomy in the Sixteenth Century (New York: Academic,
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lapsed. Even our sense of time is largely compressed, with the present
predominating and the dividing line between past and future becoming
ever more blurred (globalization as compression), in this process of glob.
alization, a homogenized culture is created, consolidated by a ”hyper~
culture” based on consumption, especially of goods exported from the
U.S.A., such as clothing (e.g., T—shirts, denim jeans, athletic shoes), food
(eg, McDonald’s and Coca Cola), and entertainment (eg, films, videos,
and music).
Such globalized culture is not however accepted by local cultures
hook, line and sinker. Between the global and the local cultures there
takes place a continuous struggle, the former for political and em.
nomic dominance, the latter for survival and integrity. Because of the
powerful attraction of the global culture, especially for the young, local
cultures often feel threatened by it, but they are far from powerless. To
counteract its inuence, they have devised several strategies, namely,
resistance, subversion, compromise, and appropriation. And in this et—
fort religion more often than not has played a key role in alliance With
local cultures.“
Like the anthropological concept of culture as a unified whole, the
globalized concept of culture as a ground of contest in relations has its
own strengths and weaknesses. On the positive side, it takes into ac—
count features of culture that are left in the shadow by its predecessor.
While recognizing that harmony and wholeness remain ideals, it views
culture in its lived reality of fragmentation, conict, and ephemerality.
Cultural meanings are not simply discovered ready~made but are con-
structed and produced in the violent cauldron of asymmetrical power
relations. It recognizes the important role of power in the formation of
1974) and The Modern WorldASyslcmIl: Mercuritilism and [he Consoliliatilm of{llt’Euro
pearl World~Econmuy, 160ml 750 (New York: Academic, 1980); Anthony (nddens,
Modernity and Seldecrzlity: Selfand Society in the Late Modern Age (Stanford:btantord
University Press, 1991); and Roland Robertson, Globalization: Serial Theory{2erGlobal
Culture (London: Sage, 1992). in general, Wallerstein attributes an exclusrvely eco-
nomic origin to globalization, while Ciddens sees it rooted in fourfactors, namely,
the nation‘state system, the world military order, the world capitalist economy, and
the international division of labor, and Robertson highlights the cultural factors in
globalization. ,. , , w >
I" For a brief discussion of globalization, see Robert bchrener, Flu- Nmrgcatlmlio
ity, 444. Social scientist Ariun Appadurai lists five factors that have contributed
to
the "deterritoiializatitin” of contemporary culture: "ethnoscape" (thevconstanlflow
of persons such as immigrants, refugees, tourists, guest workers, exes),
“technov
scape" (mechanical and informational technologies), "tinanscape’:(ow of money
through currency markets, national stock exchanges, commodityspeculation),
"mediascape" (newspapers, magazines, TV, films), ”and "ideoscape.(keyideas
such as freedom, welfare, human rights, independence, democracy). See his
’ Dis
juncture and Difference in the Global Economy,” Public Culture 2:2 (1990) 144.
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cultural identity. Furthermore, it sees culture as a historical process in-
trinsically mutable, but without an a priori, clearly defined halos arida
controllable and predictable synthesis. On the debit side, this post.
modem concept of culture runs the risk of fomenting fundamentalistic
tendencies, cultural and social ghettoization, and romantic retreat to an
idealized past?"
Asian and Latino/u Theologics,Partners in thc Postmodern Context?
What are the challenges that postmodernity with its twins of post-
colonialism and globalization pose to Asian and Latino/ a theologies
and how do these theologies respond to them? In the answers to these
two questions similarities and convergences as well as differences be-
tween these two theologies will emerge.
Pm‘rMOImRN CHAl l,,liN(itiS TO CnRisnAN Titsoiooy
l. The first and perhaps the most difficult challenge regards how
thesetwo theologies as academic disciplines conceive their goals and
objectives in view of the postmodern rejection of the possibility of
grand narratives. Is the narration of the Christian story, which both the-
ologies must do as part of their tasks, a "gram! récit,” which is deemed
an impossibility by postmodern epistemology? If so, should they con-
tent themselves with being local narratives of particular Christian com-
munities of discourse, without pretension to universal validity? In this
case, how can the universality and normativeness of the Chn'stian storybe preserved without falling into cultural and ecclesiastical imperial.ism? Should there not be a new understanding of the catholicity of both
the Gospel and the Church? How is this new catholicity to be con—
ceivedin the context of postmodernism, postcolonialism and globaliza—
tion, a catholicity that is not a melting pot with its stubborn Eurocentric
provincialism but a multicultural mosaic that tends toward a univer'
salistic outlook and at the same time nurtures local differences and re-
gional particularities?
2, If Asian and Latino/a theologies are local theologies, how do
they regard their relationship to the academically and ecclesiastically
,
“On these three tendencies or cultural logics dubbed as antiglobalism ethnifil
cation and primitivism, see Robert Schreiter, " I? New Cothelicity, 21—25 Fora lucid
exposition and critique of postmodernism, see Dale T, Irvin, ”Christianityin theModern World: Facing I’ostmodem Culture and Religious Pluralism,” in The Future
of Religionsin the 21" Century, ed, Peter Ng, 253--6b. For Irvin, postmodernism is
liable to three temptations: iacile acceptance of the processes of consumerism and
commodilicl'ition, disdain for tradition and memory, and reduction of the historical
past to its Western cultural form.
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dominant theology? Is the latter (including the Magisterium) to be
taken simply as another local theology among others? Can and should
Asian and Latino / a theologies “dialogue” with it, and if so how? Can
they cross the cultural boundaries between them and the dominant
theological tradition? Here certain fundamental issues in epistemology
and interpretation come into play such as cultural relativism, transla—
tion, incommensurability, historical understanding, and the nature of
rationality itself. These issues pose severe it not insurmountable chal-
lenges to cross-cultural communication among various theologies. In.
cidentally, these issues arise not only in the dialogue between Asian
and Latino / a theologies and the dominant Euro—American theology
but also in the conversation between these two theologies themselves
as well as between each of them and other ethnic theologies,
3. Both Asian and Latino/a theologies have been forged in and
from the experience of centuries-long, colonial exploitation by Western
powers in the past and presently under the economic, political, mili-
tary, and cultural domination of the United States as the world’s only
surviving superpower, Given this historical background, how will
these theologies View the dynamics of power, which postmodernism
has highlighted, in the rise and transmission of the hegemonic theol»
ogy? How do they take into account the role of racism, classism, sex-
ism, militarism, and cultural oppression in the formation of theological
knowledge? How can they give voice to the voiceless, preserve the
”dangerous memory” of the “underside of history,” and help the victims
become the subjects and authors of their own liberation? Furthermore,
how do they conceive the task of reconciliation between victimizers
and victims, between oppressors and oppressed, between the centers
of power and the marginalized periphery, once these forms of domina-
tion and exclusion have been unmasked, named, and combated?
4. To carry out all these tasks effectively in postmodernity, what
method and hermeneutical strategies should Asian and Latino / a the-
ologies adopt? Beside the threefold mediation, namely, analytic, her—
meneutical, and practical, of the method of Latin American liberation
theology, which both Asian and Latino / a theologies have appropri—
ated, is there anything specific to their socio—politicaland cultural loca~
tions, i.e., Asia and the United States respectively, that will import new
elements of their own into the methods and hermeneutical approaches
of Asian and Latino / a theologies that make them different from their
common ally and source of inspiration?
5. More concretely, are there sources and resources from which
Asian and Latino/ a theologies can and should draw in order to con‘
struct their own interpretations of the Christian faith, resources and
sources different from those of Latin American liberation theology? ll
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there are, do these resources still preserve their distinctiveness in spite
of the constant onslaught of the homogenizing "hyper—culture"of glob.
alizalion, as both extension and compression? If these resources are still
distinctive and are pressed into servicem—myths,people's stories, philo»
sophical theories, sacred texts, religious rituals and practices, popular
religion, songs and dances, art and architecture, and so on~how are they
to be related to the official sources of Christian theology, namely, Scrip-
ture and "itadition? Are these indigenous resources simply "contexts”
to which Scripture and Tradition are ”applied” or at best ”adapted," or
are they loci theologlci in the proper sense of the term which must be
taken into account when Scripture and Tradition are read cross-cultur.
ally and cross-religiously? in this cross-cultural and cross~religioushermeneutics, will our understanding of Scripture and Tradition be
corrected, complemented, and enriched by these resources, just as thelatter will in tum be enriched by the Christian Scripture and Tradition?
oi Lastly, postmodernism has put some key Christian doctrines injeopardy, such as those concerning God, Christ, and Church. By reject-
ing the possibility of meta-narratives postmodernism implicitly denies
the feasibility of at least a salvation history that intends to offer a co~
herent and overarching account of God’s activities and providence in
the world, Furthermore, by espousing a thoroughgoing relativism and
religious pluralism, it also challenges the doctrine of Christ as the
unique and universal savior Finally, whereas the postmodern emphasis
on community over individualism and the processes of geographical
extension and temporal compression in globalization may strengthen
the Church’s catholicity, is there not a risk that the Church will be
turned into a uniform super‘culture, reinforced by a central authority,
with identical organizational structures, doctrinal formulations, moral
codes, and ritual practices all over the world, to the detriment of the
Church universal as commmitu of truly local churches, as a communion
of communities?
AsIAN AND LATINO/ A Timmrxnrs WoreoNt; IN TANDEM
IN THE POSTMODERN CONTEXT
Even though Asian and Latino / a theologies did not originate asdeliberate responses to postmodernism, nevertheless it is instructive,for the purpose of comparing these two theologies, to examine how
they answer its various challenges, especially those outlined above.
Here the stress will be laid on Asian theologies, since they are the lesser
known of the two.” For Asian and Asian-American theologies,the bib.
“in this essay, only a few bibliographical references will be made to Latino/a
theology, not out of disrespect for of ignorance of this theology, but because it is
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liography is immense The most important source for Asian Catholic
theology is the documents of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Confer-
ences (FABC) and its various offices and institutes, The FABC was
founded in 1970 during the visit of Paul VI to Manila, Philippines It is
a voluntary association of episcopal conferences in South, Southeast,
East and Central Asia. it functions through a hierarchy of structures
consisting of the Plenary Assembly, the Central Committee, the Standing
Committee, and the Central Secretariat with its seven offices (evangeli-
zation, social communication, laity, human development, education
and student Chaplaincy,ecumenical and interreligious affairs, and theo»
logical concerns). The decisions of the Federation are without juridical
binding force; their acceptance is an expression of collegial responsibil.
ity. For a collection of the Final Statements of FABC's plenary assem-
blies as well as assorted documents of FABC’s various institutes, see
For All Peoples ofAsia: Federation of/lslan Bislmps’szfermces, Documents
from 1970 to 1991, ed. Gaudcncio Rosales and C , (3, Arévalo (Maryknoll,
NY; Orbis, 1991) and For All the Peoples ofAsia: Federation of Asian
Bishops"Conferences,Documents from 1992 to 1996, vol. 2, ed, Franz-Josef
Eilers (Quezon City, Philippines: Claretian Publications, 1997). These
volumes will be cited as For All Peoples of Asia, followed by their
well known in the US There are helpful general introductions to liispanic/
Latino/ a theology: Frontiers of Hispanic Theologyin the le'lrd States, ed, Alan F. Deck
(Maryknoll, NX: Orbis, 1992); We Are 11 People! Initiatives in Hispanic American T 11601-
ogy, ed. Roberto Goizueta (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992); An Enduring Flame:
Studies on Latino Popular Ruligiosily, ed. Anthony Stevens-Arroyo and Ana Maria
DiaZoStevc-ns (New York: CUNY, 1994); Hispanic Catholic Culture in the (1.5,, ed. Day
Dolan and Allan Figueroa Deck (Notre Dame, Ind: University of Notre Dame Press,
1994); Dialogue Retained; Theologyand Ministry in the United States Hispnli?Reality,
ed. Ana Maria Pineda and Robert Schreiter (Collegeville: Liturgical Press, 1995);
Mcstlzo Christianity; Theoloxyfrom the Latin Perspective, ed. Arturo Bauelas (Mary-
knoll, NY; Orbis, 1995); l’erspeclivas: l-llspunlc Ministry, edi Allan F, Deck, Yolanda
Tarango, and Timothy Mantovina (Kansas City: Sheecl and Ward, 1995); Ada Maria
lsasi-Diaz, Mujcrlsta Theology(Maryknoll, NY; Orbis, W96); El Cumin dc Cristi): The
Hispanic Presence in the (1.5, Catholic Church, ed, Peter (Tasarella and Raul Gomez
(New York: Crossroad, 1998); From the Heart of the People: Latino/a Explorations in
Catholic Systematic Theology,edi Orlando Espin and Miguel Hi Diaz (Maryknoll,
NY: Orbis, 1999); Eduardo Fernandez, Ln Casech/i: Harvesting Conferripomry us,
Hispanic Theology(Collegeville: Liturgical Press, ZOOU);Miguel lit Dial, (flu Being
Human: US, Hispanic and Ruhncritm Perspectives (Maryknoll, N.Yi: ()rbis, 2001), In
addition, there are two important documents of the NCCB: The 1983 Pastoral Letter
The Hispanic Presence and the 1987 National Planfm Hispanic Ministry Finally, there is
the journal of the Academy of Catholic Hispanic Theologians of the United States
(ACE-HUS), [carnal of Hispanic/Latino Theology,which publishes essays related to
Hispanic theology and ministry. New TheologyReview 3/41 (November 1990) is de—
voted entirely to United States I’lispanic Catholicism,
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respective years of publication. Later documents of the FABC are avail-
able from FABC, '16 Caine Road, Hong Kong.
Asian and Latino/a Theologies as
Minority Literature and Minority Discourse
In light of the postmodern and postcolonialist understanding of
culture as a ground of contest in relations, which is fortified and spread
by globalization, Asian and Latino / a theologies do not start from a
universalized concept of culture, inevitably shaped by the dominant
culture, and then proceed to apply it to ethnic cultures. Rather, as aca"
demic disciplines, they are what Fernando Segovia has aptly termed
Christian “minor literature” and
"minority studies/’3" Taking a cue
from Gilles Deleuze’s and Felix (Suattari’s proposals for a ”minor lit.
erature” as a deterritorialized, political, and collective discourse em-
bedded within every literature,” and critically appropriating the insights
of Abdul JanMohamed and David Lloyd on ”minority discourse” (as
opposed to "ethnic discourse”),” Segovia proposes an intercultural the—
ology both as a “minor literature" and as ”a Christian minority dis-
course/’29
By "deterritorialized" JanMohamed and Lloyd refer to the para‘
doxical fact that minority literature writers often feel the need to write
(impossibility of not writing) and that they must write in a language
not their own, but in those of their colonizers (impossibility of writing).
"Political” refers to the fact that minority literature writers’ individual
interests are inextricably linked with politics: the personal is indeed the
political "Collective” connotes the fact that minority literature writers,
lacking abundant talent, do not write in their own names but in those
of the ethnic groups to which they belong.
It is not difficult to recognize that Asian and Latino / a theologies
bear all the marks of a minor literature. Asian and Latino/ a theologians
A See his insightful and c hallenging essay, “introduction: Minority Studies and
Chr tian Studies,
”
in A Drtam Unfinished, i 33. lam indebted to Segovia tor his
discussion of minor literature and minority discourse.
I Segovia analy7es [)eleuzes and Guattari 3 works such as Ibward a Minor
Literature (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986; Anti Oedipus: Cupiiah
ism and Schizophrenia (New York: Viking, W77); and What Is Philosophy?(London:
Verso, 1994),
mSegovia analyzes IanMohamed and Lloyd, ”introduction: Toward a Theory of
Minority Discourse: What Is To Be Done 7” in the Nature and ( milexi omeority Dis—
(curse, ed. A. R )anMohamed and D. Lloyd (Oxford: Oxford University l’ress,1990)
l 16, and D l loyd, "Ethnic ( ultures, Minority Discourse and the State, ” in Colonial
Discourse/Postmlmtiul Theory, ed. F. Barker, P. Hulme, and M. lversen (Manchester
and New York: Manchester University Press, 1994).
”Segovia calls this field of study ”multipolar and multilingual, cacophonous
and conflicted” (A Dmmt Unfinished,30).
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often have to write in English, Spanish, or French, languages of the
erstwhile conquerors of their countries, with all the difficulties and dis.
advantages of this process. They are constantly frustrated by the im-
possibility to transport into these languages the morphology and
grammar, idiomatic expressions and proverbs, metaphors and images,
cadences and rhythms of their mother tongues. Yet, they must write in
these foreign languages, for otherwise not only their own understand-
ing of Christian beliefs and practices cannot be expressed but also the
dominant Western Christianity will not be made conscious of its op—
pressive policies and practices. Furthermore, the canons of scholarly
excellence of the academy within which they work belittle modes of ex-
pression peculiar to Asian and Hispanic cultures such as storytelling,
oracular pronouncement, and dramatic representation“ in addition,
most Asian and Latino / a theologians are self——consciouslypolitical, tak—
ing as the starting point of their theologies the suffering and oppres-
sion of their people and seeking as their goal the liberation of the poor
and the oppressed. 3’ They are also collective in so far as they endeavor
to be in solidarity with the victims of oppression, to lend voice to the
voiceless, and to reect theologically together with them as a deliberate
part of their method."
Helpful as Deleuze’s and Guattari's explication of minor literature
is, it is, as Segovia has pointed out, deficient in its binary opposition
between major and minor literature, its attribution of the collective
character of minor literature to the lack of talent among minorities, and
especially its lack of the sense of the whole range of political options
besides the two options available to minor literature writers, which
they propose, namely, either to enrich or to impoverish the language of
the dominant majority.“ Here the reections of JanMohamed and Lloyd
on minority discourse are useful. For these two postcolonialist thinkers,
all minority groups share a common experience of domination and
exclusion by the majority. To subvert this socio—political and cultural
“l have often heard comments from graduate American students to the effect
that they find writings by such Asian theologians as Oman-Sang Song and Kosuke
Koyama "disconcerting” because they do not always follow linear logic, On the
other hand, Korean American theologian lung Young lee retails that his disserta-
tion director found that his writing style was "different” and said that he had had to
read his text three times to understand what it meant See Jung Young Lee Mllfgl’ll‘
ality: The Key to Multicultural Theology(Nashville: Abingdon 1995) 3.
‘5 This is true of almost all younger Asian theologians, including Asian feminist
theologians. Among the latter, two deserve notice for their writings in English:
Chung liyun Kyun (Korean) and Kwok l’ui~lan (Chinese).
N This approach is particularly clear in Latino/a theology, which is self»
consciously done rn can/unto.
3-3 See A Dream Unfinished, lS—o.
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oppression, they propose that a minority discourse engage in a three-
fold task: (1) critique of practices of domination and marginalization by
the dominant majority, (2) retrieval of suppressed works by minorities,
and (3) constructive articulation of the counter'positions of the minori-
ties as alternatives to the ideologies of the dominant culture.
Lloyd goes further in arguing for a distinction between ethnic dis-
course and minority discourse: whereas the former faces inward, tow
cusing on its internal issues and problems, the latter faces outward to
the dominant culture, functioning as an oppositional discourse. With
regard to culture, over against the traditional, Marxist, and anthropo-
logical conceptions, minority discourse emphasizes the antagonism
between ethnic cultures and the dominant culture emphasizes the an-
tagonism between ethnic cultures and the dominant culture, highlights
the inseparability between culture and its material conditions, and
maintains the differentiation of spheres in culture (ire, its political, eco—
nomic, cultural, and religious dimensions). With regard to ethnicity,
minority discourse rejects the dominant culture’s stereotyping of ethnic
cultures as homogeneous and generic and its project of assimilation
Rather it highlights the heterodoxy of ethnic cultures and their in-
assimilability into the ”mainstream” culture.34
Again, it is not difficult to see that both Asian and Latino/ a theologies
are minority discourses. The threefold project of minority discourse—
critique of ideologies, retrieval of suppressed materials, and construc-
tive proposal of alternative visions and practices—4s also that of Asian
and Latino / a theologies Furthermore, these two theologies maintain
the, inseparability between culture and its material conditions, take into
account the different dimensions of culture, and highlight the agonistic
aspect of the relationship between minority groups and the dominant
majority.
With reference to the first challenge of postmodernism as outlined
above, obviously both Latino / a and Asian theologies, in so far as they
are Christian minor literature and minority discourse, regard them-
selves as local theologies and the dominant theology itself as another
kind of local theology as well. ‘5 They are contessedly local narratives, or
more precisely, people’s narratives of particular Christian communities
of discourse. They do not pretend to have any a priori universal valid-
ity, inherent in an alleged universal rationality and to be imposed, by
force if necessary, on other Christian communities. If they can be credited
“See A 0mm Unfinished, 22-7.
3‘ For the FABC's theology of the local church, see Theses mi lhe Local Church: A
TheologicalKiylr'ctionin thy Asian Crmll‘tl, llAth Papers, no. til) (Hong Kong: FABC,
Will),
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with any universality at all, it cannot be understood as uniformity of
thought and expression based on pure reason and enforceable by means
of power. Rather it accrues to them a posteriori, slowly and incremen‘
tally, as the result of the fact that other Christian communities ot dis-
course recognize in them deep resonances of their own experiences and
theological articulations harmonious with the Christian faith in spite of
(or rather because of) the diversity in thought forms and linguistic ex-
pressions. Hence, the catholicity of the Christian Church, in Asian and
Latino / a theologies, goes beyond temporal, geographical and numeri-
cal universalityuthe traditional semper, ubiquc, ct ab omnibus. Rather
than being denied, the universality of the Christian faith is further en-
riched and refers to the intrinsic pluralism and inexhaustible richness
of the Christian faith that only a diversity of theological traditions can
represent with relative adequacy.36
Method and Hermeneutics
The nature and scope of Asian and Latino / a theologies as minority
discourse will emerge more clearly as we move to consider their method
and hermeneutical approaches. ‘7 As mentioned above, both Asian and
Latino / a theologians are indebted to Latin American liberation theol—
ogy for their method. For them, in order to accomplish the threefold
task of critique, retrieval, and construction, theology must proceed in
three steps or “mediations”: analytical, hermeneutics], and practical.“
The purpose of the first mediation (ie, analytical) is to obtain as accu-
rate an understanding as possible of the causes of the people’s poverty
and oppression. Here use is often made of the social sciences, especially
of the Marxist and dialectical types, to highlight the fact poverty is not
simply the outcome of personal faults or the effects of economic cycles
3" Robert Schreiter suggests that a new understanding of catholicity contains
three elements: inclusion, fullness, and intercultural exchange and communication:
"A new catholicity, then, is marked by a wholeness of inclusion and fullness of faith
in a pattern of intercultural exchange and communication. To the extent that this
catholicity can be realized, it may provide a paradigm for what a universal theology
might look like today, able to encompass both sameness and difference, rooted in an
orthopraxis, providing telai for a globalized society” (The New Callmllcity,13”—3).
For the FABC’s understanding of catholicity as a new way of being church, see For
All Peoples (1997) 217—28 and Communion and Solidarity: A New Way of Being Church
in Asi/L FABC Papers, no. 83 (Hong Kong: FABC, 1997).
37The most extensive elaboration of the theological method and hermeneutics
of Latino/a theology is: Maria Pilar Aquino, "Theological Method in US, Latino/a
Theology: Toward an Intercultural Theology for the Third Millennium,” in From the
Heart of Our People:lrtlino/a Explorations in Catholic Systematic Theology,ed. Orlando
Espin and Miguel Dial (Maryknoll, NY; ()rbis, 1999) 6—48.
“See Peter C, Phan, ”Method in Liberation Theologies,” 'l‘lzcolugicalStudies
6t (2000) 40—63,
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but also of a systematic exploitation by the rich and the powerful in all
areas of life. The intent of the second mediation (i.e., hermeneutical) is
to read the ‘ signs of the times” discerned Ln the first mediation in the
light of the Scripture. It aims at articulating the correspondence (not
identity) between the relationship of the biblical text to its context on the
one hand and the relationship of ourselves to our context on the other.
Such a reading will avoid biblicism, fundamentalism, and eisegesis.
The third mediation (i.e., practical) tests the validity (not logical consis‘
tency and theological truth) of the interpretation arrived at in the second
mediation tor social transformation, through concrete, socio-political
and economic activities.
As far as hermeneutical approaches are concerned, Asian and
Latino / a theologians undertake the three tasks that are prescribed of
minority discourse, namely, critique retrieval and construction 3‘) Per-
forming the “hermeneutics of suspicion,’ ’they unmask the asymmetrical
relation between the dominant and minority cultures and the dynam-
ics of power that postmodernism and postcolonialism have shown to
be covertly at work in such a relation, e.g., racism, classism, sexism,
militarism, cultural marginalization, and other forms of cultural op»
pression.4UThe next task, which is the “hermeneutics of retrieval,” goes
in search of the “underside of history"—the history of opposition,
prejudice, discrimination, exploitation, and marginalization—in par-
ticular, written texts and oral stories long forgotten or forcibly sup-
pressed that tell of the struggle of the poor and the oppressed for their
own liberation This archival “archeology” also digs into the minority
groups' ethical, religious, and ritualistic traditions and customs, their
language and myths, often marginalized and ridiculed by the domi-
nant culture for their quaint, pre'modem appearance. But this archeol»
ogy is not undertaken out of a romantic nostalgia for the bygone past,
nor out of a purely historical and academic interest. Rather, its goal is to
rte-discover the abiding and libe1z1tive truths and values inherent in
minority cultures capable of sustaining their members 1n their struggle
for full humanity Consequently, these minority cultures are subjected
to the same critical scrutiny and evaluation, as stringent and rigorous
as the one applied to the dominant culture, Finally, the “hermeneutics
of reconstruction” aims at shaping, out of the spade—work of critique
”For studies on Asian hermeneutics, see R. S. Sugirtharaiah, Asian Biblical
Hermeneutics and l’oslcohmialism: Contesting the Interpretations (Maryknoll, NY:
Orbis, 1998) and Kwok I’ui-lan, Discovering the Bible in the Non-Biblical World {Ma1yv
knoll, NY: Orbis, 1995).
”For a powerful ‘ian critique of ideologies, see Kosuke Koyama, Moan! Fuji
and Mount Sinai: A Critique nflrlols (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1984).
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and retrieval, 8 new theology that brings together the worthwhile in-
sights from both the dominant culture and the minority cultures.
In light of the above it is clear that both Asian and Latino / a theolo-
gies have tried to meet the second and third challenges of postmod-
ernism head on. Born out of the pains of colonial exploitation and
cultural marginalization, both theologies are deeply sensitive to the
dynamics of power at work in the relationship between minority and
dominant cultures.“ Nevertheless, they have not allowed this opposi'
tional attitude to be frozen into a sterile isolation, a kind of apartheid in
reverse. Rather, Asian and Latino/ a theologians have reached across
the cultural divide and carried out a fruitful dialogue with both the
dominant culture, in particular the academy (as is abundantly demon-
strated by their scholarly publications), and the teaching authority in
the Church.“2 In the case of the Asian Catholic Church in particular, a
mutually beneficial collaboration has taken place between the theolo-
gians and the hierarchy in the context of the FABC, which is indeed a
unique phenomenon in the Church today.
Mestizaje and Dialogue with Non»Christian Religions
While adopting the method and hermeneutical strategies of Latin
American liberation theology, Asian and Latino/a theologians have
also expanded them by including elements that are peculiar to their
social locations and in this way answer the fourth challenge of post-
modernism mentioned above. ln the footsteps of Virgilio Elivondo,
Latino / a theologians have privileged the condition of mrstizajc of U S.
l atino population, especially the Mexican Americans, as the context for
their theological reflections.“
On their part Asian theologians have highlighted the pervasive
religiousness of Asian peoples as well as religious pluralism as a socio-
logical fact in Asia. In this connection, Aloysius Pier-is, 21 Sri Lankan
liberation theologian, while recognizing the indebtedness of Asian
theologians to their Latin American colleagues, has pointed out that for
“”liberation—timopraxis’in Asia that uses only the Marxist tools of social
analysis will remain on Asian and ineffective It must integrate the
psychological tools of introspection that our sages have discovered
”“
“For a sharp critique of Western theology, see "ssa Balasuriya, l’lamtturyThanh
ogy (Maryknoll, N Y: Orb1s, 1984) 2 l0.
”For an example of a theology that attempts to TQlOI‘KllC racial conicts see
Andrew Sung Park, Rmial Conict fr H1 nlmg Art Asian Amerium ”lhe 0101;11lePeople
live (Maryknoll, N. Y.: Orbis, 1996)
”See in particular Virgilio Flizondo, Galilean lourm 1/: ("he Mexican—Animator
Promise. Revised and Expanded (Maryknoll, N Y: 01113111,2001))
“ Aloysius Pieris, An Asian 'l'lzmlogyof Liberation (Marylanoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1988)
8&1.
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The reason for the necessity of this additional tool is the fact that, as
l’ieris has argued, in Asia besides "imposed poverty” there is also ”vol-
untary poverty” which has been freely assumed, mainly by monks, to
liberate others from imposed poverty and about which Marxist social
analysis has nothing to say. This “introspection” not only serves as a
bracing corrective to Karl Marx’s thesis that religions are the opium for
the people but also highlights the potential that religions have for so—
cial transformation
Furthermore, this methodology has forged a new link between lib-
eration and interreligious dialogue, Since Latin America and the US‘
are predominantly Christian, interreligious dialogue has not been an
urgent issue for most of their theologians nor has it served as a method
for theological reflection.“ This is not however the case with Asia
which is the birthplace of most world religions and where Christians
are but a tiny minority and therefore must collaborate with adherents
of other religions in order to achieve their agenda for social transfor-
mation, By interroligious dialogue as a theological method is meant not
only theological discussions among church representatives and aca-
demics, but also ”dialogue of life,” ”dialogue of action,” and “dialogue
of religious experience.”"" It is from these four forms of interreligious
dialogue that a theology of liberation must be constructed whose genu-
ine wellspring must be spirituality and not secular ideologies,‘7
On the other hand, thanks to its new link with liberation, the very
nature of interreligious dialogue has been transfomied. it can no longer
be carried out as a leisurely form of inculturation in which various ele-
ments are borrowed from other religions and grafted onto one’s own“
a kind of ”theological vandalism,” to use Pieris’s expression.“ Rather it
should be practiced as part of the task of liberation, since inculturation,
“Instead of interreligious dialogue, Latin American liberation theologians have
recently paid attention to religiosidad popular as a source for liberation See Cristian
Parker, Popular erigion (fr Modernimtimi in Latin America, trans, Robert Barr (Mary-
knoll, NY: Orbis, [9%) with a copious bibliography (265—84) and Michael R.
Candelari Popular erigion and Liberation: The Dilemma ofLibemlion Theology(Al~
bany, NY“ State University of New York Press, 1990,) Among theologians Pablo
Richard, Diego lrarrazaval, Juan Luis Segundo, and Juan Carlos Scannone have
produced signit ant works on this theme,
“See Pontifical Council for lnterreligious Dialogue and Congregation for the
Evangelization of Peoples, Dialogue and Proclamation, lune 20, 1991 (Rome: Vatican
Polyglot Press, 1991) not 42.
4«On the FABC, theology oi dialogue, see For All Peoples(1992) 14-6; 22—3;42-6;
1004; 266-7; For All l’ wplrs (1997) 21—6;143-82; and Theses mi lnterrvligiousDialogue:
An Essay in Pastoral TheologicalReection.FABC Papers, no 48 (Hong Kong: FABC,
1987).
MAloysius l’ieris, An Asian Theologyof Liberation, 53, 85.
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as Pieris puts it, is nothing but announcing “the good news in our own
tongues to our people (that is, the content of inculturatioii)-—namely,
that Jesus is the new covenant or the defense pact that God and the
poor have made against mammon, their common enemy (that is, the
content of liberation). For liberation and inculturatlon are not two
things anymore in Asia/’4"
We Drink from Our Own Wells: Lo cotidiano and People’s Stories
Besides inheriting from Latin American liberation theology, Latino/ a
and Asian theologies have also drawn upon sources and resources that
are their own and still preserve their peculiar ethnic avor in spite ot
the homogenizing onslaught of globalization (the filth challenge of
postmodernism), Among Latino/ a theologians much interest has been
shown in lo cotidiano, the daily life of Latino/a women, men and chilv
dren with all its inexhaustible variety and richness Included in the lo
cotidiano are not only the daily rounds of work and celebrations (fiestas)
but also the symbols, rituals, and languages of Latino / a popular Ca-
tholicism.”
A
Asian theologians too have made people’s stories, espeCially those
of the poor and oppressed, a main source of their theologies. Perhaps
the most well-known and prolific among Asian theologians who malaes
story—telling a fundamental feature of his method is the Presbyterian
Taiwanese Choan—Seng Song.“1For Song, these stories must be corre-
lated with the master story, namely, the story of Jesus that is revealed in
his message about the reign of God. From this story of the reign of God
revealed in Jesus” life and ministry Song moves backward to the stories
of the reign of God in the Hebrew Scripture and forward to thestories
of the people outside the Christian Church In such a correlation bong
does not operate on the model of promise and fulfillment but rather he
sees an identity between Iesus and the poor and oppressedpeople.
Hence, the bafing title of one of his books: lesus, the Cruwed People.
"" Aloysius l’ieris, An Asian Theologyof Liliemliou, 58
,
'
,
.
”(3n Latino / a popular Catholicism, see the works of Orlandolispm,especxally
his The Faith o/llir People:TheologicalReections on Popular Catholtcrsm (Maryknoll,
N. : Orbis, W97),
W
7‘ Among Song’s many works, the following are pertinenttoour theme: Llioan-
Seng Song: ThirdEyc 'l‘heolugy:Thrology in Formation in Asmn bellrilgs (Marylmoll,
N,Y,: Orbis, 1979), revised edition 1990; The Compassionate God (Maryknoll, N,Yi:
Orbis, 1982); Tell Us Our Names: Story 'l‘lueologyfmman Asian l’ersprcllvr (Maryknoll,
N.Y,: Orbis, 1984); Theology/Fromthe Womb oj/isia (Mari/knoll,Nil; Orbis,198o);
lesus, the CrucifiedPeople(New York: Crossroad, 1990); [trailst4 the Rt. .H0] (incl (M1n~
neapolis: Fortress, 1993); Jesus in the? Power of the Spirit (Minneapo ‘ortress,1994);
and The Believing Heart: An I mutation in Story Theology(Minneapo is, Fortress, 1999).
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This identification between Jesus and the poor and oppressed
people is also made in the Korean theology known as minjimg theology.
Mirzjunguliterally, people—is the mass that is politically oppressed,
economically exploited, socially alienated, religiously marginalized,
and culturally kept uneducated by the dominant group of the society,
and it is this mass of people that is the embodiment of the Messiah."2
Similarly, such an identification is found in the Indian theologies called
Dalil and Tribal theologies, which reject Hinduism as the religious
marker of all Indians and see in the sufferings of the untouchables and
the marginalization of the tribals the face of Jesus.”
Toward an AsimrLatino/a International Theology
Given methodological and hermeneutical convergences between
Asian and Latino / a theologies, the question arises as to whether there
are ways in which the two theologies can collaborate together as part—
ners in the postmodern age to produce (together with Black Theology)
a US. intercultural theology. Of course, they can and should continue
to learn from each other’s methods and hermeneutics, but they should
also move toward constructing together, using each other’s sources
and resources, an intercultural theology on substantive issues. Post—
modernism’s sixth challenge referred to above mentions at least three
areas that need to be attended to: God, Christ, and Church. Other theo—
logical themes should be added, such as the Holy Spirit, sacraments,
ethics, and pastoral theology. Such a constructive task, enormous and
daunting, remains largely to be done. Only brief suggestions will be
given below with regard to the three themes of God, Christ and Church
from the perspective of Vietnamese culture?“
‘1 On min/1mg theology, see An Emerging 'lhmlogy in World Perspective:Commen—
tary on Korean Min [1mg Theology (Mystic, Conn: 'l"wenty-Third Publications, 1988)
and Peter C, Phan, “Experience and Theology: An Asian Liberation Perspective,”
ZeitschriirMissionswiswnschu mid Religionsmissenscha77/2 0993) 118—20.
”The Dalils (literally, "broken") are considered too polluted to participate in
the social life of lndian society; they are the untouchable. Between (woAthirds and
threevquarters of the Indian Christian community are dtzliis. On Dulz't theology, sec
Sathianathan Clarke, Dali! and Christianity: Suballem Religion and Liberation Theology
in India (New Delhi: Oxford University Press, 1998); James Massey, Dulits in India:
Religion as a Source of Bondage or Liberation with Special Riferencc to Christians (New
Delhi: Maliohar, W95); and M. E. l’rahhakar, Towards a Dali? Theology (Madras:
Gurukul, 1989). On Tribal theology, see Nirrnal Minz, Rise Up, My People,and Claim
the Promise: The Gospelamong the Tribes of India (Delhi: ISl’CK, 1997). See also Fron-
tiers in Asian Christian Theology:EmergingTrends, ed. R. S. Sugirtharaiah (Marylanoll,
NY; Orbis, 1994) ll ~62.
3‘ What follows is taken from my earlier essay “The Dragon and the Eagle: Toward
a Vietnamese~American Theology," TheologyDigest 48/ 3 (Fall 2001) 203-18.
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GOD~HUMANH¥EARTH
Basic to the Vietnamese worldview is what is called the ”three-
element philosophy” (triet ly tam mi). The three elements are Heaven,
Earth, and Humanity, (thien, dia, nhan or troi, dat, riguoi), forming the
three ultimates constituting the whole reality ”Heaven” refers to the
firmament above humans (as opposed to the earth), to the law of
nature, and to the Creator, endowed with intellect and will. The firma-
ment is the place where the Creator dwells; the law of nature is the
Creator’s will and dispositions; and the Creator is the supreme being
who is transcendent, omnipotent, and eternal. “Eart
”
refers to the
material reality lying beneath humans (as opposed to heaven above), to
that which gives rise to entities composed of the five constituents (ngu
hank) of metal, wood, water, fire, and earth; and to matter in general
which is essentially directed upward to Heaven. ”I lumanity” refers to
human beings ”whose heads carry Heaven and whose feet trample
upon Eart
” (dau doi troi, Chan dup Lint), that is, humans as the link or
union between Heaven and Earth. Humans express the power of
Heaven and Earth by being "the sage inside and the king outside” (noi
than/1 ngaai vuong), that is, by orienting upward to Heaven (tri in)
through knowing Heaven, trusting in Heaven, and acting out the will
of Heaven on the one hand, and by orienting downward to Earth (each
vat) through the use of material things for the benefit of all. As the
center connecting Heaven and Earth, humans as the microcosm unite
the male and the female, the positive and negative, light and darkness,
spirit and matter (yin and yang), and the characteristics of the five con-
stituents: subtlety (water), strength (fire), Vitality (wood), constancy
(metal), and generosity (earth). In this way humans practice the "human
heart” (alum tam) and the ”human way” (nlmn deal
The most important principle of the lam mi philosophy is that all
the three constitutive elements of reality are intrinsically connected
with one another and mutually dependent. Heaven without Earth and
Humanity cannot produce or express anything. Earth without Heaven
and Humanity would be an empty desert. Humanity without Heaven
would be directionless, and without Earth it would have nowhere to
exist and to act. Each of the three elements has a function of its own to
perform: Heaven gives birth; Earth nurtures; and Humanity harmo-
nizes (Thien sinh, dia duong, nhan hon). Consequently, human action
must be governed by three principles: it must be carried out in accord
with Heaven (thlen that), with the propitious favor of Earth (din 101'),and
for the harmony of Humanity (nhan heal-“5
*7 This philosophy is claimed to be mpresented on the upper surface of the bronze
drum, especially the one discovered at Ngoc Lu in 190] and now preserved at the
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It is clear that a Vietnamese~American theology can and should
make use of this [am mi philosophy not only to construct a theology of
the Trinity but also an integral anthropology. First, with regard to the
Trinity, it is possible to correlate God the Father with Heaven, God the
Son to Humanity, and God the Spirit to Earth and elaborate their roles
in the history of salvation in the light of those of Heaven, Earth, and
Humanity?“ The Father’s role is to ”give birth” through "creation”; the
Son’s is to “harmonize” through redemption; and the Spirit’s is to
“nurtu re” through sanctiiying grace, These roles are truly distinct from
one another (hence Trinitarian and not modalistic) but intimately
linked with one another (hence one and not subordinationist or trithe‘
istic). Like Heaven, Earth, and l‘lumanity, the three divine Persons are
united in a pctichoresis or koimmia of life and activities. in this Trinitar-
ian theology God's transcendence and immanence are intrinsically
related with each other. Cod, though transcendent, is conceived as in—
ternally connected with and dependent on Humanity and Earth to
carry his activities in history. indeed, the Trinity is conceived as in‘
scribed in the structure of reality itself 3””
Secondly, a Christian anthropology constructed in light of the turn mi
philosophy will offer an integral understanding of human existence. In
this anthropology there is no opposition between theocentrism and
anthropocentrism, nor between theocentrism and geocentrism, nor be-
tween geocentrism and anthropocentrism indeed, tam tat philosophy
is opposed to any ism that is exclusive of any other perspective, The
human is understood neither as subject nor object but as intrinsically
related to the divine and the ecological, just as the divine is intrinsically
related to the ecological and the human, and the ecological is intrinsi'
cally related to the divine and the human. This anthropology will be an
important corrective to the American culture which tends to View,
under the inuence of modernity, God and humanity as competitors
and humans as unrelated to their ecology.
Center for Far~Eastern Antiquities (Vim Doug 1512cCu) in l-ianoi. This philosophy has
been elaborated by Kim Dinh in his Su Dial Tmng Dong (San Jose: Thanh Nien Quoc
Gia, 1984). See also Vu Dinh 'l'rac, ”Triet ly truyen thong Viet Nam don during cho
Than Hoe Viet Nam," Din}! Huang 1] (1966) 23—47. Vu Dinh Trac believes that tradi
tional Vietnamese philosophy is constituted by mm iai philosophy, yiwyung meta-
physics, and agricultural philosophy. These three strands are illustrated by the
various symbols on the upper surface of the N goc in bronze drum.
"" For an attempt to construct a Trinitnrian theology on the basis of Yin Yung
metaphvs s, sec Jung Young Lee, The Trinityin Asian Perspective(Nashville: Abing
don P Ass, 19%).
or an attempt at conceiving reality in Trinitarian terms, see Raimon l’anildcar,
The C ‘moilmmdric Experience: Emerging Religious Consciousness (Maryknoll, N.Y.:
Orbis, 1993).
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‘ BROTHERCHRlST AS THE IMMIGRANT, THE ANCESTOR AND Tl (E EU
Any Christian theology must of course reect on Christ as both di-
vine and human. ln Vietnamese-American theology, I would highlight
two aspects of Christ, First, Jesus can be regarded as the Immigrant par
excellence, the Marginalized One living in the both-and and beyond situ-
ation.58 This in-between, on‘the-margin status is foundational to the
lncamation as well as to Jesus’ entire ministry, including his death and
resurrection. But Jesus’ being on the margin creates a new circle with a
new center, not of power but of love, joining and reconciling the two
worlds, human and divine. Vietnamese Americans can readily relate to
this figure of Christ the Immigrant from their experiences, sometimes
painful, of living as marginalized immigrants in the. UnitedStates. But
like Jesus, they are called to create a new circle, made up of both Amen-
cans and Vietnamese, with a new center, not in order to exclude anyone
but to help both Americans and Vietnamese to move beyond their ethnic
identities and create a new reality of both Vietnamese and American,
Secondly, from the Vietnamese religious perspective, iesus can be
regarded as the Eldest Brother and the paradigmatic Ancestor, As is
well known, the veneration of ancestors is one of the most sacred duties
for Vietnamese. It is also common knowledge that this religious prac-
tice constituted one of the serious problems for missionary work in
Asia.” A Christology that presents Jesus as the Eldest Brother and the
Ancestor has much to recommend it not only for missionary purposes
but also for fostering Vietnamese ethics, especially familial, at the cen»
ter of which lies filial piew. This latter aspect is all the more urgent for
Vietnamese Americans who are encountering tremendous difficulties
in preserving the rite of ancestor veneration, especially at weddings
and funerals.Ml
CHURCH AS SERVANT OF THE REIGN or Goo
The theology of the church in Asia, especially in the Roman Catho-
lic Church, has been for a longtime characterized by an excessive locus
"“ For an elaboration of Jesus as the immigrant par excellence, see Jung Young
Lee, Murgimiliti/rThe Key to Multicultural ”rheology(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995) and
Peter C , Phan,v”lcsusthe Christ with an Asian Face,” 'I'lurologimlStudies 57 (19%)
399430.
, .
”For an account of the so'called "Rites Controversy," see George Minamiki,
The Chinese Rites Controversy: From I ts Beginnings to Modern Times (Chicago: Loyola
University Press, 1985)
‘
m’l‘or a Christology of Jesus as the Elder Brother and the Ancestor, see l’etert”
Phan, “Jesus as the Eldest Brother and Ancestor? A Vietnamese Portrait,” Tim Living
Light 33/1 (1996) 35—43 and “The Christ of As An Essay on Jesus as the Eldest Son
and Ancestor,” Studia Missionnlia 45 (H96) 25‘, 5,
30 Peter C, Plum
on the church/s institutional aspects, in particular the hierarchy and its
power. Asian ecclesiolog); in other words, has been ecclesiocentric. in
recent years, thanks to the work of the Federation of the Asian Bishops’
Conferences, theological attention has been turned away from intra-
ecclesial issues to the mission of the church toward the world, espe-
cially the world of Asian peoples!“ Ecclesiology is now focused on the
reign of (Sod as its goal: the church exists for the sake of the kingdom of
God fine church’s evangelizing mission is now understood in terms of
(he threefold task of inculturation, interreligious dialogue, and libera-
th’ '
Such a kingdom-centered ecclesiology is called for in Vietnamese-
American theology. As Min has correctly pointed out, Asian immi-
grants cannot be oblivious to the fact that politically and economically,
they, immigrants though they are, belong to the only surviving super-
power exercising an enormous influence and not infrequently an un-
just and oppressive control over the rest of the world through the process
of globalization. The task of socio-political and economic liberation,
which is a constitutive dimension of evangelization, becomes all the
more urgent for Vietnamese Americans, Furthermore, because Viet'
namese Americans are religiously diverse, the need for interreligious
dialogue is no less pressing in the United States than in Asia Finally,
for Vietnamese Americans the inculturation of the Christian faith is no
doubt a much more challenging and complex task in America since
they are confronted with not only one but at least two very diverse cul-
tures. Of course, these tasks of inculturation, interreligious dialogue
and liberation cannot be separated from the other aspects of evangeli-
zotion such as proclamation, personal witness, and worship"3
It would be highly illuminating if through a dialogue between
Asian (as well as Asian—American) and Latino/ a theologians conver-
gences and similarities can be found to construct an intercultural theol-
ogy in which each theology is enriched by the other, while maintaining
its distinctiveness.
A: See For All the [Topics (1992) 71-3; 135-8; 143 4; 1524; 28407 and For All Hir
Peoples (If/ism (1997) ”3-214,
‘*1Seel’eler C. Phan, “I'luman Development and Eivangolizalion: The First to the
Sixth Plenary Assembly of the Federation of Asian Bishops’ Conferences,” Studia
Misaimwiiu 47 (1998) 205 27 and “Caiechesis as an instrument of livangelizalion:
Reflections from the Perspective of Asia,” Studia Missionalia48 (1999) 289—312
“See Peter C. Phan, “Kingdom of God: A Theological Symbol for Asians?”
Gl'egorimmm 79/2 (1998) 295622
